

Praise for The Future of Truth

“A brilliant meditation on life after the end of reality. The Future of Truth explores what happens when every image, voice, and fact can be fabricated. Rosenbaum maps the collapse of shared perception and, against the odds, shows how we might still find our way back to trust and meaning.”

—Nicholas Thompson, CEO, The Atlantic, and Author, The Running Ground

“What makes this book different is its balance of tech insight, philosophical depth, and grounded urgency. The Future of Truth asks hard questions not just about AI, but about us.”

—Daniel H. Pink, Author, Drive, When, and The Power of Regret

“Truth, as you may have noticed, is under attack. From the White House to corporate boardrooms, lying has become a profit center. So is there any hope? Rosenbaum’s tour through this mess is bleak in the ways you expect and then, somehow, a little hopeful. People still want facts that hold up. At the crossroads of AI and human judgment, things will get worse before they stand any chance of getting better. Rosenbaum doesn’t preach. He just shows how the game works, why we keep falling for it, and who keeps cashing the checks. The Future of Truth offers a possible way out—if we can figure out how to make truth pay. Fingers crossed.”

—Michael Wolff, Author, All or Nothing

“Back in 2017 when I published Fantasyland—a history of Americans’ chronic blurring of fiction and reality and how the internet turned a manageable centuries-long chronic condition into an acute and potentially fatal social illness—we’d just elected our first fact-indifferent president. Five more years passed before AI became a factor in the struggle to distinguish truth from falsehood. The Future of Truth is a smart, wise, essential addition to the conversation as we go further into this civilizational crossroads. Thank you, Steve Rosenbaum.”

—Kurt Andersen, Author, Fantasyland and Evil Geniuses, and Cofounder, Spy magazine

“The Future of Truth is the guide we need right now. Rosenbaum warns of a coming AI era that risks diminishing our own agency and distorting our shared reality in new and dangerous ways. But he also spotlights the people doing the hard work of rebuilding shared truth from the ground up. Sharp, urgent, and genuinely hopeful.”

—Jeremy Heimans, Coauthor, New Power

“The internet has steadily changed everything around us: who we know, how we meet, how we work, how we date, how we play, who gets famous, whom we trust, what we want, and who we want to be. In Rosenbaum’s journey into The Future of Truth, he takes us inside a world where those shifts collide with systems built to manipulate attention and shape belief. He shows how our reality is being rewritten in real time, what’s driving that change, and why understanding it is the only way to rebuild trust. It’s a clear, grounded look at the information landscape we all live in now—and the one we’re heading toward.”

—Taylor Lorenz, Author, Extremely Online, and Reporter, User MAG

“Steven Rosenbaum has written the rare book about AI and misinformation that’s more interested in rebuilding than doomscrolling. The Future of Truth is part road trip, part reality check, but also a survival guide for anyone who still wants facts to matter in a world that suddenly seems to be trying to gaslight you with everything.”

—Brian McCullough, Host, Internet History podcast

“Reality, fact, fiction, information, disinformation, technology, platforms, virtual—these are all fast-moving and fast-changing concepts. No one knows how they’re evolving and how each impacts the other more than Steve. If you want to know where the world is today and where it’s heading tomorrow, this is the way to do it.”

—Bradley Tusk, Founder and CEO, Tusk Ventures, and Author, The Fixer

“An urgent warning that reality itself is shattering, not because it’s inevitable, but because the princes of technology have appointed themselves as the arbiters of truth—and not to optimize humans, but to keep us in thrall to our tiny screens. But hope is not lost. Steve Rosenbaum lays out in brilliant and riveting detail not only what has gone wrong, but also how to fix it.”

—David Ewing Duncan, Author, Talking to Robots

“Truth is the ultimate currency and not attention. But in order to monetize attention and to influence behavior, trust is under attack on a number of fronts—from science, where data and facts are seen as malleable, to government, where integrity and a resonance with reality are seen as weakness. If one can believe everything, one believes nothing—and that is the risk we face. This book illuminates how AI could accelerate the erosion of trust if we do not, as a society, take it seriously, and provides ways to avoid this catastrophe. While this book is called The Future of Truth, it is written with an intensity that recognizes there is no real future without truth.

—Rishad Tobaccowala, Author, Restoring the Soul of Business, and former Chief Growth Officer, Publicis Groupe

“The problem facing humanity in the digital age, we learn from Steve Rosenbaum in his swift, comprehensive, and extremely lucid The Future of Truth, is that tech has exacerbated untruth at a scale and speed hitherto unimaginable. In only 20 years, social media has disrupted democracy and public health worldwide by platforming and coalescing misinformation and disinformation toward a calamitous Post-Truth Age. Rosenbaum and his sparkling galaxy of thinkers lead us through AI’s many applications—healthcare, finance, emotional health, economics, human employment, art, and identity itself—to survey astonishing benefits and ominous unintended consequences, especially in early days when the guardrails are few and ethical conduct thoroughly subordinated to the profit motive.”

—Bob Garfield, Media Critic, Author, and Cohost Emeritus, On the Media

“As someone who’s lived on the front lines of innovation, I know that true disruption strikes at the heart of how we define what’s real. With unflinching clarity, The Future of Truth exposes how the technologies shaping our tomorrow are already reprogramming reality. Steven Rosenbaum’s book is essential reading for anyone who wants to not only understand the coming disruptions to knowledge and democracy, but to harness them for positive change. In a world saturated by algorithmic noise, this work is the signal.”

—Jay Samit, Bestselling Author, Disrupt You! and The Second Act Advantage

“In The Future of Truth, Steve Rosenbaum takes a deep, and at times dark, look at what art means in an age when truth itself is uncertain. His exploration of ownership, authorship, and the uneasy collaboration between humans and AI is unsettling. The questions he raises about how artists will make a living and what originality even means now are complicated, sometimes painful, but necessary. Through it all, Rosenbaum keeps sight of one powerful idea: that art’s worth lies not in perfection, but in its ability to express the messy, imperfect, deeply human truths that no machine can touch.”

—Ava Seave, Author, The Curse of the Mogul, and Principal, Quantum Media

“We live in a G-Zero world where trust between nations has collapsed. Steve Rosenbaum shows that trust is collapsing inside them, too, as the technologies we built to connect us are also fracturing reality itself. When citizens no longer inhabit a shared reality, the social fabric frays, markets fail, and democracy falters. The Future of Truth is a bracing look at a crisis that’s already here.”

—Ian Bremmer, President, Eurasia Group, and Author, The Power of Crisis
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For those who still believe that truth matters. For the seekers, the skeptics, the storytellers, and the next generation—who will inherit the consequences of what we choose to believe today.

To my wife, Pam Yoder, who always tells me the truth—whether I like it or not.

To my sons, Max and Murray, who are living in the complicated, exhilarating, terrifying, and dizzying world of digital media. They’re at the center of a tsunami—surrounded by wonder, risk, and the relentless complexity of modern connection.

To my mother, Eileen Landay, who raised me to the steady sound of an IBM Selectric typewriter. Her writing, teaching, and sharp questioning made me a better thinker, student, and storyteller. She never gave up on the truth, even when it seemed out of reach.

To my brother, Roger, who’s taken on what may be the hardest job of all: making truth-based media in an era when influence and AI threaten to drown out good, old-fashioned journalism with frivolity and snake oil.

A family of truth seekers and truth tellers. Now, if only we could convince our friends, our neighbors, and those who see the world differently that conversation—not conflict—is the path to a sustainable future.

“We shape our tools and thereafter our tools shape us.”

—Marshall McLuhan
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Foreword: The Urgency of Truth

An atom bomb has exploded in our information ecosystem. The blast ripped away journalism’s gatekeeping role and handed it to technology companies. Lies spread faster than facts, outrage outshouts reason, and fear fuels algorithms. I said those words in Oslo, in December 2021, as I accepted the Nobel Peace Prize—and their urgency has only grown since then.

Without facts, you can’t have truth. Without truth, you can’t have trust. Without trust, we have no shared reality, no rule of law, and no democracy. This fragile chain reaction—facts, truth, trust—is the foundation of free societies. Break it, and everything else falls.

We are living through that collapse. Democracies are being hollowed out from within, not by invading armies, but by viral lies amplified on the devices we carry in our pockets. Half the world is heading to the polls, and yet the very integrity of elections is crumbling because the integrity of facts has been destroyed. It is no coincidence that today more than 72% of the world’s population now lives under autocratic rule.

I have lived this personally. In the Philippines, Rappler became a target of state-backed disinformation. When the government tried to shut us down, advertisers were pressured to walk away. At the same time, I was fighting legal cases that could have locked me away for more than a century. To keep reporting, I had to accept that I might spend the rest of my life in prison. That is what it takes now to tell the truth.

And yet, I remain hopeful. Because I have also seen courage. Fifty-one percent of our advertisers refused to give in. Ordinary citizens stood with us. Young people around the world are demanding healthier systems for media and technology. Civil society is rising. Even some inside the tech industry are admitting that the status quo is untenable. Truth has defenders. And sometimes, simply holding the line is itself an act of resistance.

But hope alone is not enough. Each day of inaction strengthens platforms that profit from lies. Technology companies will not regulate themselves. Governments are too slow. The methods of silencing us grow more insidious: economic chokeholds, legal harassment, coordinated online hate. We must act with the tools we have—supporting independent journalism, demanding accountability, and teaching our children how to survive an information system designed to addict, enrage, and deceive.

The next accelerant is already here: artificial intelligence. Like social media, these large language models are not anchored in facts. They hallucinate. They produce words that sound true but are not. Deepfakes will soon make it impossible to tell what’s real and what’s not. If we fail to act, this will accelerate the collapse of trust into every corner of our lives.

The youngest generation will bear the heaviest cost. They get their news on social media, mixed with propaganda. They sleep less, are more distracted, and suffer higher rates of anxiety and depression. This is not abstract. It is a crisis playing out in their bodies and their minds. When truth is weakened, so is human resilience.

And yet, there are solutions. I have spoken about them often: We must hold technology companies accountable for the harms they cause, treating information integrity as a public safety issue, not a free speech debate. We must build public-interest technology—federated, open systems that give communities and newsrooms control of their own distribution rather than surrendering it to profit-driven algorithms. And we must strengthen protections for independent journalism and invest in truth the way we invest in infrastructure, because democracy cannot survive without facts.

This is not a problem confined to any one country. The same dynamics repeat everywhere: lies amplified, institutions weakened, citizens divided. But we also know what works: informed communities, resilient media, and people willing to act together.

The fight for facts is inseparable from the fight for freedom. The fight for truth is inseparable from the fight for justice. What we choose to do now will determine whether democracy endures.

That is why The Future of Truth matters. Steven Rosenbaum’s book challenges us not just to recognize the scale of the crisis but to imagine solutions bold enough to meet it. It asks us to consider how truth can be rebuilt in an age of distortion, and what role each of us must play. Because the story of truth is not finished—it is being written right now, by all of us.

Maria Ressa

Nobel Peace Prize Laureate


Prologue: The Magic of Technology . . . Revealed

Though I didn’t know it at the time, I began my career—such as it was for a teenager—as a professional liar. A liar in a top hat and a black cape. Let me explain.

It was a hot, sticky summer day on the boardwalk in Long Beach, Long Island. I was 14, standing on a makeshift stage at a talent show with what felt like a huge crowd watching. Beside me was Stacy—an older, taller high school friend wearing a dazzling sequin gown. I was a magician. She was my assistant. And together, we were about to perform a very famous illusion: the old “sawing a woman in half” trick. Only in this case, she wasn’t a woman—she’d barely started high school—and I was a young teen magician.

We pulled it off flawlessly. The crowd erupted in applause. Weeks later, my hometown paper, The Westbury Times, wrote a glowing article about my performance. When asked about my career ambitions, I answered with all the confidence of a teenage wizard, “Absolutely. I’m going to be a professional magician.”

Looking back, I realize that magic was my first foray into understanding truth—or, at least, our perceptions of it. Magic, after all, is a sort of transaction. I pretended to saw Stacy in half, and the audience pretended to believe me. We all understood the deal: I wasn’t a wizard, and she wasn’t really sawed in half. But for that moment, the line between truth and fiction blurred.

“Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic,” wrote Arthur C. Clarke in his 1962 book Profiles of the Future. And he was most certainly right. The world we live in today often feels magical—until we remember that every astonishing feat of technology is built on systems of logic, reason, and human ingenuity.

As I set out on this journey to report this book, I found one question kept coming up: “Won’t things move so quickly that AI will change faster than the ink will dry on your book’s pages?” Fair question, but the simple answer is no. Some ancient Egyptian scratched the concept of Ma’at— their word for truth and cosmic order—into stone over four thousand years ago, probably losing sleep over the same questions keeping us up tonight. In a world where AI will most certainly take some jobs, create new ones, and have us all rethinking our relationship with machines, understanding Truth isn’t becoming less important—it’s becoming absolutely critical.

We’re standing at a crossroads, and the stakes couldn’t be higher. Either Truth dies—buried under an avalanche of AI-generated alternative facts and synthetic realities—or we fight like hell to preserve it. All this talk about putting “guardrails” on AI? That’s laughable if we don’t even know what road we want to be on. That’s why I wrote this book. Not because I have all the answers, but because I’ve spent my life watching how each new technology—from magic tricks to media to AI—changes our relationship with Truth. And I’m convinced that if we don’t figure out what Truth means to us now, we won’t just lose control of AI—we’ll lose something fundamental about what makes us human.

Throughout history, each transformative technology has forced us to grapple with how we share and verify Truth. Take the printing press, for example. In its time, Gutenberg’s invention was as revolutionary as the Internet is today. By the fifteenth century, monks painstakingly copied manuscripts, ensuring that knowledge remained the exclusive domain of the elite—so, in other words, Gutenberg’s movable type democratized print. For the first time, ideas could spread rapidly, reaching a scale and audience previously unimaginable. It was the original democratization of information.

But even then, the relationship between truth and technology was complicated. Sure, the printing press gave us mass literacy and books like the Principia Mathematica. But it also unleashed pamphleteers spreading wild rumors, fake news, and propaganda. Every technological advance comes with this dual nature: an opportunity for truth and a risk of distortion.

Fast-forward to me, decades after my magician days, standing in a brown metal building in upstate New York. By then, I was producing news programs with my first company, Broadcast News Networks. One day, I stumbled upon an early handheld camera at the Consumer Electronics Show: the Sharp View-Cam. This clunky Hi8 recorder had a twistable lens and a big LCD screen—a precursor to the video tools we take for granted today. I convinced Sharp to lend us five of them, and soon, we were running a new experiment: democratizing media.

We asked viewers to call in with their stories. The response was overwhelming. Phones rang off the hook, and people eagerly shared tales they wanted told. We’d mail out a camera, coach them through the filming process, and edit the footage into polished segments. It wasn’t perfect, but it worked. For a moment, it felt like technology could really empower people to share their truths.

And then YouTube came along.

Suddenly, the tools of storytelling were in everyone’s hands, without the buffer of fact-checkers or editors. Stories could go viral without regard for accuracy, fairness, or consequence. The balance between truth and technology shifted yet again. And now, the game is changing once more.

Enter artificial intelligence. Unlike the printing press or YouTube, AI doesn’t just spread information; it generates it. From deepfake videos indistinguishable from reality to AI-written articles that mimic human voices, the line between what’s real and what’s fabricated is dissolving faster than we can redraw it.

The magician’s trick relied on one thing: the audience’s understanding that the trick wasn’t real. But AI muddies that understanding. When a deepfake video shows a world leader declaring war or when an AI chatbot convincingly pretends to be a grieving loved one, the audience no longer knows it’s part of an act. The trick versus truth dichotomy—once playful and understood—is becoming harder to spot, maybe even impossible.

And so, as we stand on the brink of an AI-driven avalanche, the stakes for truth have never been higher. AI doesn’t just amplify misinformation; it creates a new reality, one where the truth competes against infinite, algorithmically generated lies. As a magician, I could control the narrative on that stage. But in a world of AI, no one controls the narrative—and that might be the most dangerous trick of all.

So here I am now, years later, tracing a journey that started with magic tricks and led to questions far larger than I could have imagined back on that boardwalk stage. And while I am a scholar and proudly hold a degree in Truth from the prestigious New York University Gallatin School of Individualized Study, I don’t claim to be an expert with some magical vision of the future. Instead, consider me your tour guide, taking you into a series of conversations and explorations with some truly brilliant friends. They may have a clue about how the future will emerge. At least, that’s the hope.

Today, technology hasn’t just made the truth more accessible—it’s also made it more slippery, more malleable. We live in a world where truth can be constructed, amplified, and weaponized. And, as we’ll explore in this book, it’s not just the technology that’s to blame—it’s us.

Because, ultimately, the question remains: Can we tell the difference between the AI trick and the truth?


CHAPTER 1

The Vancouver Food Fight That Tried to Save Truth and Failed

Leading up to my flight to Vancouver, I couldn’t help but wonder if somehow this year’s TED gathering would be different. It was my eighteenth consecutive TED, and I’ve given three TED Talks—okay, two if you don’t count the TEDx talk I gave in Grand Rapids. While I think it counts, Chris Anderson, whose title is Head of TED, doesn’t quite count it. Because TEDx isn’t “big” TED. It’s the source of endless internal debate at TED’s offices on Hudson Street in Manhattan. At least it was when I had a desk there, when I was a member of the fifth cohort of the TED Residency back in 2018. But since then TED has become more welcoming of content from its global TEDx community—embracing its diversity even if its content is somewhat uneven. But I digress. The annual gathering of “big TED” in Vancouver, Canada, remains a powerful center of gravity for complicated ideas, debates, and concepts that challenge and spark both innovation and anger. And today the powerful TEDsters have set their sights on a technology that has just come out of hiding—ready to upend, or hand over, the core concepts of civil society. Truth, long the domain of thinkers and citizens, is at the precipice of being handed over to charming robots. At Kensico Cemetery in Valhalla, New York, Isaac Asimov is rolling over in his grave.

Founded in 1984 as a small California gathering of dreamers, TED has grown into the most recognizable stage for ideas on the planet. Over the years, figures like Bill Gates, Jamie Oliver, and Sheryl Sandberg have used the red circle to challenge how we think about health, food, and leadership. And every so often, its famously composed curator, Chris Anderson, lets his British restraint slip—once dubbing Twitter’s then-CEO Jack Dorsey the “Captain of the TwitTanic,” a single line that caught the tech world’s anxiety in miniature.

At a pivotal TED gathering in the early 2020s, TED found itself in the white-hot center of tech and Truth. Attendees read the speaker rundown before arriving and understood that AI would be asked to defend itself and its potential as an existential threat that some gravely feared. It sent a ripple through the chattering tech community. Would TED set the world on fire or snuff out the smoldering and dangerous embers? And so in March 2022, the boldface names and private planes arrived at Vancouver International Airport (YVR).

TED is a meticulously curated gathering, and its audience includes some of the most powerful and wealthy people on the planet, so putting speakers on the stage with controversial views is a high-wire act on a good day.

TED’s pursuit of “ideas worth spreading” isn’t without casualties. Talks are sometimes pulled, tempers sometimes flare, and every year someone walks off the stage either a legend or a cautionary tale.

…

But for all its polish and pageantry, TED remains an experiment in truth-telling—a live lab for the global conversation. As my plane lifted off from JFK, I found myself wondering how TED would handle the biggest risk yet: artificial intelligence. On the first of two legs of my trip—New York to Toronto, then Toronto to Vancouver—neither of which had working Wi-Fi, I found myself in the rare position of being completely offline. I sat with the printed program for hours, tracing the names and titles of the sessions ahead. The opening lineup promised fireworks. The entire first block was dedicated to AI—an existential subject with no middle ground. Would it be the end of humanity or the beginning of a new kind of intelligence?

What began as a nonprofit AI research organization transformed into one of tech’s most valuable companies, highlighting how market forces can reshape even idealistic ventures. The organization’s evolution from open-source advocate to commercial powerhouse revealed fundamental tensions between public benefit and private profit in AI development.

Would OpenAI live up to the seemingly endless number of blogs and podcasts touting its world-changing power? The AI fanboys seemed to embrace the risk–reward adrenaline. And Anderson had programmed a lineup that was sure to challenge preconceived notions of TED’s techno-utopian crowd.

Greg Brockman—whose title had changed from CTO of OpenAI to cofounder with no one noticing—would open the conference. Sal Khan, the founder of the eponymous Khan Academy, would end the first session. Smack in the middle was Gary Marcus, a professor of psychology and neuroscience at NYU, now emeritus, and an outspoken author on AI. Certainly, this would be his moment in the sun. But when I tweeted with him days before and spoke to him at the Speakers Dinner the night before his talk, he seemed anxious, almost queasy. “I’m not one of these long-term riskers who think the entire planet is going to be taken over by robots,” he told me gently during our conversation at the Speakers Dinner, trying to probe to see what “side” I was on. It turns out we shared an affinity for a spot best described as the messy middle.

Marcus had been a well-respected faculty member at NYU. His departure was something of a mystery, given the somewhat draconian academic dividing line between research and activism. Every now and then the university would look the other way when one of its faculty became outspoken and famous. Stern Business School professor Scott Galloway had risen to fame by being controversial, often gnawing on the hand that feeds him, but NYU knew he was a draw for students and the media, so they looked the other way. And Galloway’s Stern salary wasn’t what was keeping him there. He liked the moniker, and the students were a good audience for his often accurate-if-profanity-laden-rants. Galloway was “cautiously optimistic” about AI, revealing on a number of podcasts that he stayed up late into the night getting AI tips from TikTok and playing with them. Galloway wasn’t at TED this year. Which left Marcus somewhat alone.

He had left NYU for start-up land, first founding Geometric Intelligence, which was acquired by Uber, where he signed on as the head of its AI lab. That didn’t last. And then he founded his second start-up, teaming up with iRobot’s Rodney Brooks at Robust.AI. That was 2020, and even then, light years ago in the AI world, Marcus was trying to throw cold water on the growing hype around AI. “It’s not how intelligent the machines are, it’s how much control we give them,” said Marcus when he founded his second start-up, Robust.AI. Control would hang in the air, even as AI insiders confided that controlling the newborn entities was nearly impossible.

But now Marcus was in Vancouver, smack in the middle of the first session of arguably the most influential conference on the planet, and his role, he worried, was to bring a semblance of responsibility to the audience of billionaires and venture capitalists who were already pouring money into AI with little regard for the dangers it portends. VCs were looking to put blockchain and crypto in the rearview mirror.

Marcus was worried for good reason, as he soon found out: Eliezer Yudkowsky, a notorious firebrand AI contrarian, would give the talk just after him. Marcus was left startled, taken off guard. Because while he’d been drafting and rehearsing with the TED speaker team for weeks, Yudkowsky had been invited just three days ago. TED never does last-minute bookings, and Marcus feared this meant TED didn’t feel he was harsh enough to balance the AI booster Greg Brockman, sure to deliver a commercial for Open AI’s ChatGPT. Whenever Marcus expresses his concerns, it’s in the words of a scientist. Detailed and nuanced. But in our current world where TikTok makes the 280 characters of X (formerly Twitter) look encyclopedic, his attempts at urgency are easily lost in blip-verts zigzagging through the monied class between fear and greed.

As Marcus stepped onto the daunting red circle of the TED stage, he took us back to his childhood, where he was coding on a paper computer at age eight. “In high school, I got myself a Commodore 64 and worked on machine translation,” Marcus told me during a conversation after the TED Talk, chuckling at the memory of those early experiments. “It seems almost quaint now, doesn’t it? But those were exciting times. We felt like we were on the cusp of something big.”

It was his way of establishing credibility, showing he wasn’t just a newcomer to the AI party. This lifelong AI enthusiast was standing there telling us he was worried.

He painted a picture of a world potentially drowning in misinformation, with AI systems so adept at spinning yarns that even professionals might struggle to discern fact from fiction. To illustrate his point, he shared an alarming example of ChatGPT fabricating a sexual harassment scandal, complete with a fake Washington Post article.

But Marcus wasn’t just there to sound alarms. He proposed combining two different AI approaches: symbolic systems and neural networks. Essentially, he was advocating for a marriage of old-school AI with cutting-edge techniques, a peace treaty in a long-standing tech war.

He then made a bold proposal—he called for a global, nonprofit, neutral organization to govern AI. “This is too important to leave to the tech bros and their profit margins,” he seemed to be saying. “We need something like the United Nations, but for AI.”

Throughout his talk, you could feel the tension. Marcus’s love for AI was clear, but he was like a parent watching their child about to do something dangerous. He was walking a tightrope between hope and fear, arguing that while AI could help solve big problems, it could also cause significant harm if not carefully managed.

However, as the TED organizers had feared, Marcus’s nuanced approach didn’t quite land with the impact TED needed. To ratchet up the alarm and danger, Eliezer Yudkowsky, a notorious AI contrarian, was given a slot immediately after Marcus.

Yudkowsky didn’t mince words: “Many researchers, including myself, expect that the most likely result of building a superhumanly smart AI, under anything remotely like the current circumstances, is that literally everyone on Earth will die,” he declared during his stark TED presentation. The audience shifted uncomfortably, trying to rationalize away such a dire prediction.

He pressed on, his tone unshaken. “I’m not saying this for shock value. This is where we’re headed unless something changes,” Yudkowsky continued. He explained that modern AI systems operate on giant, inscrutable networks—complex structures of numbers that somehow, inexplicably, begin to work. But nobody really knows how, and that, he said, was the crux of the problem.

“At some point, these companies racing to scale AI are going to cough out something smarter than humanity. And nobody knows when that’s going to happen,” he warned during his presentation. The audience’s discomfort was palpable, a collective attempt to rationalize away the gloomy forecast.

Chris Anderson, TED’s curator, stepped in to balance the room. “Eliezer, what you’re raising the alarm about here . . . this is terrifying, but also feels a bit—I don’t know, extreme? Can you give us some real-world scenarios?”

Yudkowsky’s response was equally unsettling: “Oh, sure, I’ll just sketch out a superintelligence takeover like it’s a doodle. But if you want examples, imagine sending the design for an air conditioner back to the eleventh century. They wouldn’t even understand why cold air comes out of it. We’re the eleventh century in this analogy.”

He continued: “Even if I had months to prepare for this talk, I couldn’t refute every hopeful fantasy people have about how it might go well. There is no standard scientific consensus for how things will go well. There is no real engineering plan for us surviving.”

…

After TED, I found myself grappling with a gnawing question: If AI is so charming, is it programmed to tell the truth? Does it even know what truth is? Is truth a mathematical problem or a philosophical journey?

I reached out to both Marcus and Yudkowsky for further insights. Through a graduate student, I was told that Yudkowsky was “too busy” to talk to me, even as his grad student accepted my LinkedIn request. This small interaction spoke volumes about the insular nature of some AI research circles and the challenges of accessing key figures in the field.

Gary, on the other hand, was open to further conversation. We’ve talked three times since TED: once on stage at South by Southwest—the notoriously weird annual conference and festivals event in Austin—about the future of Truth, again at the P&T Knitwear bookstore with Raffi Krikorian, the CTO of the Emerson Collective, and then in a lengthy Zoom call.

Marcus painted a stark picture of two possible futures: one where people are massively deceived but believe everything and another where people are lied to so often that they stop believing anything. Neither scenario, he argued, is conducive to a healthy democracy.

When I asked about potential solutions, Marcus emphasized the need for critical thinking and skepticism. However, he was quick to point out the potential pitfalls of this approach. “The natural response here is to say, ‘Well, okay, let’s just teach everybody that every video that you see might be fake.’ And there is an argument for doing that, but there is an argument that that is going to lead us to this total nihilism.”

As we concluded our series of interviews, it was clear that Gary Marcus is not just a critic, but a visionary hoping to steer AI development toward a more responsible and truthful future. His upcoming book, Taming Silicon Valley, aims to provide a focal point for community activism around these issues. “We need to organize around this, just like we organize around fair wages,” Marcus emphasized during our SXSW panel discussion about the future of Truth. “It’s just as important, maybe even more important, because if things go the way they are, there won’t be wages for anybody at all.”

In the end, Marcus’s message is clear: The promise of AI is immense, but so too are its perils. It falls to us to navigate this new frontier with wisdom, foresight, and a commitment to the greater good. As he put it, “Our future depends on it.”

TED’s AI smackdown served as a prophetic food fight between those arguing for slow, methodical, careful work and the gleeful “the water’s fine, jump in!” crowd of investors and technologists always on the hunt for the next shiny object. It marked a significant moment in the ongoing debate about the future of truth in an AI-dominated world. This debate continues to shape our technological landscape and our understanding of reality itself.

As the TED conference wrapped up, the debate between AI optimists and skeptics continued to simmer. Marcus’s journey from tech enthusiast to concerned critic was evident in his reflections. He recalled meeting Google cofounder Larry Page in 2014: “Larry Page was one of the founders of Google, and their motto was Don’t Be Evil. And I think he believed that.” But the landscape had shifted dramatically since then.

The release of ChatGPT in November 2022 marked a turning point for Marcus. “There was always some deceitful people and so forth, but I generally had a pretty positive view about tech, and that really changed most sharply . . . when ChatGPT came out,” he explained during our discussion. “Suddenly, dollar signs started flashing between people’s eyes.”

“I think I grew up actually loving tech,” Marcus explained. “I was a gadget head.” This enthusiasm extended to his early interactions with Google’s leadership. However, as the AI race heated up, Marcus observed a change in the industry’s priorities.

Marcus’s journey from an optimistic tech enthusiast who believed in Google’s “Don’t Be Evil” motto to a critic warning about AI’s dangers encapsulates the broader shift in the tech industry’s approach to AI development and ethics.

The future of AI and the future of truth are inextricably linked. As Marcus has shown, this future is still being written. It’s up to all of us to ensure that the story has a happy ending.

What happened in Vancouver wasn’t just a quirky experiment gone awry; it was a glimpse into a larger pattern. Truth has always been slippery, and history has the receipts. Let’s travel back and see just how messy it’s been—and why it matters now. Up next: the troubled past of Truth.


CHAPTER 2

Truth’s Troubled Past

In a world where deepfakes blur the lines between reality and fiction, where AI chatbots engage in philosophical debates, and where the very nature of truth seems to be under siege, we find ourselves at a philosophical crossroads. The digital age has ushered in an era of unprecedented technological advancement, but it has also brought with it a host of questions that challenge our most fundamental beliefs about reality, consciousness, and truth itself.

But let’s try for a moment to figure out just how we ended up here. The term “information explosion” was first used in 1941. Valdemar Poulsen created the telegraphone, the first functioning magnetic recorder, in 1898. Which is to say, we’ve been exploding for a very long time. The battle over Truth isn’t new, and that merits a look backward to its earliest days.

Simply put, this is all Plato’s fault. He stubbornly argued that there was an absolute Truth. The thing that is most troubling for AI coders, I suspect, is that they’re building on conversational quicksand. Plato wanted reality to maintain standards. He drew a clear distinction between knowledge, which is certain, and opinion, which is not. Plato had a sort of “truth code” with a programming language. According to his rules, for one to have “Truth”—defined as knowledge—the proposition must be believed, the proposition must be true, and the proposition must be supported by good reasons.

So, here’s the problem. For Plato, knowledge is justified, true belief. So that means Plato didn’t watch cable news, or read the National Enquirer, or enjoy the many fictions portrayed as facts that flood the Internet. The power and complexity of Truth isn’t held to anything that reflects an objective standard. Put a scientist and a philosopher in a room and set them at Truth. There’ll most certainly be a bloody fight.

Take, for example, the deeply held beliefs of Truth and religion. In the Gospel of John, Jesus proclaims: “I am the way, the truth, and the life.” Another example: “He that doeth truth cometh to the light, that his deeds may be made manifest, that they are wrought in God.” There have been wars fought over the truths in the Bible. And, of course, we have Plato’s Cave Theory. Think of Plato’s cave like this: A bunch of folks are stuck in a cave their whole lives, only seeing shadows on a wall and thinking that’s all there is to the world. When one of them finally gets out and sees the real deal—actual trees, sun, everything—they realize those shadows were just cheap imitations of reality. That’s Plato’s way of saying most of us are living in a world of shadows, missing out on the deeper truth of things.

My purpose here isn’t to debate Plato’s Cave Theory, Heidegger’s explorations of Plato, or the Bible’s use of the word “Truth” within its allegorical and biblical context. It’s not my expertise, and the exploration of Truth since Plato has been the academic efforts of philosophers, historians, and scholars going back to the history of Western thought.

My goal, in fact, is the exact opposite. It is to say that Truth has always been a problem, long before ChatGPT mauled my biography. Sam Altman could hardly give a shit. “Technology happens because it is possible,” said Altman, talking to The New York Times, and pointed out that he and Robert Oppenheimer share a birthday. Oppenheimer was the leader of the Manhattan Project, which built the atomic bomb. Prophetic or ironic—you can decide for yourself.

To get to where we are today, we need a tour guide and a time machine. David Chalmers, who holds a PhD in philosophy and cognitive science, is the Sherlock Holmes of philosophy—a brilliant and quirky detective, always on the hunt for clues to help him solve the biggest mystery of all: consciousness. He’s spent years peering into the depths of the mind, trying to figure out how it all works. He’s asked the big questions that keep us all up at night: Why do we have subjective experiences? What is it like to be a bat? And, of course, do we really live in the Matrix? He’s not trying to be hyperbolic, and he’s not trying to arm wrestle Keanu Reeves. But Chalmers is a philosopher who thinks about Truth, not about where it comes from as much as where it’s going.

It was on a spring morning in Tucson, Arizona, in 1994, when a then-unknown philosopher of just 27 years old got up to give a talk on consciousness. I wasn’t there, but The Guardian gives a great blow-by-blow description in Oliver Burkeman’s 2015 article:

An unknown philosopher named David Chalmers got up to give a talk on consciousness, by which he meant the feeling of being inside your head, looking out—or, to use the kind of language that might give a neuroscientist an aneurysm, of having a soul. Though he didn’t realize it at the time, this young Australian academic was about to ignite a war between philosophers and scientists, by drawing attention to perhaps the central mystery of human life . . . and revealing how embarrassingly far they were from solving it.

Chalmers was an NYU colleague, so in October 2023, I reached out to see if he had a shortcut to the future of Truth. I should have known better.

As Chalmers’s familiar mop of gray hair fills my Zoom screen, I can’t help but wonder: Is this the real David Chalmers, or have I unwittingly stumbled into an AI simulation?

“Can you hear me okay?” Chalmers asks, his Australian accent cutting through my existential panic.

“Loud and clear,” I respond, pushing aside the urge to ask him if we’re in the Matrix. “Thanks for joining me to talk about the future of truth in our AI-dominated world.”

And just like that, we’re off to the races.

Chalmers, the philosophical rabble-rouser who’s been giving his colleagues metaphysical headaches since the ’90s, doesn’t waste time getting to the heart of the matter. This moment feels reminiscent of another pivotal time in history—when the printing press first revolutionized how people accessed and verified information.

Chalmers notes that AI systems are already embedded in everyday life and that their growing ubiquity raises urgent philosophical questions about reality, agency, and moral responsibility.

It’s a sobering thought and one that seems to challenge Chalmers’s long-held optimism about our ability to seek and find truth. I decide to press him on this apparent contradiction.

“You’ve always maintained that Truth is out there and that we can find it,” I point out. “But in a world where AI might become our primary source of information, aren’t we just outsourcing our truth-seeking to algorithms? How can you remain optimistic in the face of that?”

Chalmers does not try to resolve the contradiction. He remains optimistic about humanity’s capacity to pursue truth, while being clear about how profoundly AI complicates that effort. Systems that generate and process information at superhuman scale and speed do not merely overwhelm human judgment. They reshape the conditions under which truth is produced, evaluated, and trusted. He leans back in his chair, and I can almost see the gears turning.

He is skeptical that AI will function as a straightforward arbiter of truth.

What once felt like a shared baseline of reality now fragments into overlapping environments. Physical experience, digital platforms, and simulated systems all exert real influence. People learn to move among them, judging what to trust and what to ignore, not because reality has vanished, but because it has multiplied. His response reminds me of how people had to become more discerning readers after the rise of yellow journalism in the late 1800s—learning to navigate between sensationalized stories and factual reporting, just as we now must navigate between AI-generated content and human-created information.

But before we dive deeper into the metaphysical surf, I want to know how Chalmers got here. After all, this is the guy who became famous for talking about zombies. Philosophical zombies, that is.

“You started out obsessed with consciousness,” I remind him. “How did you end up pondering the nature of truth in an AI world?”

Chalmers leans back, clearly enjoying the chance to reminisce. “I started out in math and physics and computer science. But at a certain point along the way, I got obsessed by the mind and by consciousness.”

This obsession led him to a conference in Tucson, Arizona, in 1994, where he dropped his philosophical bombshell: the “hard problem” of consciousness. The “hard problem” of consciousness, as Chalmers dubbed it, refers to the difficulty of explaining why we have subjective, first-person experiences. Why does it feel like something to be us? This question has haunted philosophers and scientists for centuries, and Chalmers’s framing of it as the “hard problem” reignited the debate in the ’90s.

But what does this have to do with AI and Truth? According to Chalmers, everything.

“If we can’t explain human consciousness, how can we hope to understand artificial consciousness?” he posits. He raises a deeper concern about artificial consciousness itself, asking how much trust we can place in systems whose internal experiences, if any, remain opaque to us.

It’s a fair point, but I can’t help playing devil’s advocate. “But do we need to understand consciousness to determine Truth? Isn’t Truth . . . well, just true?”

Chalmers shakes his head emphatically. “It’s not that simple anymore. Look, I still believe in an objective world. I still believe in objective reality. But I also know that we all process that objective reality in totally different ways.” He emphasizes that contemporary AI systems increasingly process information in ways that are difficult for humans to fully understand or audit.

He pauses, then adds, “What I’ve always wanted to do is to somehow be able to reconcile the objective and the subjective by having potentially an objective science of subjective experience or a scientific picture of the objective world that lets in, that acknowledges all the subjective elements.”

It’s a noble goal, but I’m still struggling to see how this applies to our everyday understanding of Truth. I mean, when I read a news article or watch a video online, I want to know if it’s true or false, not ponder the nature of subjective experience.

As if reading my mind, Chalmers brings the conversation back down to earth. “Think about deepfake technology,” he says. “We’re rapidly approaching a point where it will be virtually impossible to distinguish a real video from a fabricated one.” This raises downstream questions for journalism, video evidence, and legal standards that have historically relied on visual records as a proxy for truth. It’s not unlike the revolution that photography brought in the 1800s, when what was once considered irrefutable evidence became subject to manipulation through techniques like double exposure and composite printing.

It’s a chilling thought and one that’s already having real-world consequences. In 2018, researchers at the University of Washington created a fake video of former president Barack Obama, demonstrating how easy it is to put words in someone’s mouth—literally. More recently, deepfake technology has been used to create non-consensual pornography and to spread political disinformation.

“So how do we deal with that?” I ask. “How do we maintain any grip on truth in a world where our senses can be so easily deceived?”

Chalmers leans forward, his expression serious. He argues that the challenge is not merely technical, but philosophical, requiring new frameworks for understanding knowledge, evidence, and truth in AI-mediated environments. “It’s not just about better detection algorithms. It’s about rethinking our entire approach to knowledge and evidence.”

This perspective, while intriguing, is not without its critics in the philosophical community. Many scientists and philosophers argue for a more empirical approach to understanding consciousness and Truth, focusing on neuroscience and observable phenomena rather than abstract philosophical frameworks.

Chalmers is well aware of these criticisms. “There’s often a tension between philosophical and scientific approaches to these questions,” he acknowledges. “But I think we need both. We need to understand the brain better, absolutely. But we also need to think about the philosophical implications of our technologies. It’s not an either/or situation.”

This debate between philosophical and empirical approaches to understanding consciousness and Truth isn’t just academic—it has real implications for how we approach the challenges posed by AI. Just as the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century forced people to reconcile religious Truth with empirical observation, we now must reconcile human intuition with machine intelligence.

To illustrate this point, Chalmers brings up a recent development in the field. “There’s been some interesting work recently trying to test different theories of consciousness against each other,” he says.

He’s referring to a series of experiments conducted by the Cogitate Consortium, a group of researchers who’ve been putting different theories of consciousness to the test. The results were unveiled at a packed event in New York, where Chalmers was present to see the outcome of a 25-year-old bet he’d made with neuroscientist Christof Koch.

“Koch wagered that we’d find a neural correlate of consciousness within 25 years,” Chalmers explains, a hint of triumph in his voice. “Well, the 25 years are up, and we still don’t have a clear answer. I won the bet, but to be honest, I was hoping I’d lose. It would have meant we’d made more progress in understanding consciousness.”

The implications of this ongoing uncertainty about consciousness are profound, especially when it comes to AI. If we can’t pin down what makes something conscious, how can we determine if an AI system is truly thinking, truly understanding, or truly telling the truth?

Chalmers doesn’t shy away from the complexity of the issue. “Look, we’re creating systems that can process and generate information in ways that mimic human intelligence,” he says. “But do they have inner experiences? Do they have a sense of self? These are questions we still can’t answer about humans with certainty, let alone AI.”

I push him on this point. “But surely,” I argue, “we don’t need to solve the hard problem of consciousness to determine whether an AI is telling the Truth or not? Can’t we just judge it by its outputs?”

Chalmers smiles, clearly pleased by the pushback. “That’s a fair point,” he concedes. “And in many cases, yes, we can and should judge AI systems by their outputs. But here’s the thing—as these systems become more advanced, as they start to engage in more complex reasoning and decision-making, the line between ‘output’ and ‘inner process’ becomes blurrier.”

He has argued that while it is often reasonable to judge AI systems by their outputs, that approach may become less adequate as systems grow more sophisticated. For relatively simple systems, observable behavior can tell us much of what we need to know. But as AI begins to engage in more complex reasoning and decision-making, the line between output and internal process starts to blur. Chalmers suggests that, much as we do with humans, we may eventually need to look beyond surface behavior to understand how an AI reaches its conclusions. In everyday life, we evaluate people not only by what they say, but by patterns of consistency, past behavior, and inferred motivations. For advanced AI, attention to internal representations and reasoning processes may become increasingly important, particularly when questions of trust, reliability, and alignment are at stake.

It’s a fascinating idea but also a slightly terrifying one. The notion of trying to understand the “thought processes” of an AI system feels like something out of a science fiction novel. But then again, so did the idea of AI writing news articles or creating deepfake videos just a few years ago.

“So what you’re saying,” I venture, “is that in the future, determining Truth might be less about fact-checking individual statements and more about . . . what? Understanding the ‘minds’ of AI systems?”

Chalmers nods enthusiastically. “Exactly! And not just AI minds, but human minds too.” Taken together, his work suggests the need for a more nuanced and flexible understanding of truth as intelligent systems become part of how reality is interpreted.

He pauses, then adds with a wry smile, “Of course, this all assumes that we’re not already living in a simulation created by some super-advanced AI. But that’s a whole other conversation.” So much so that he wrote a book about it, called Reality+: Virtual Worlds and the Problems of Philosophy, which I highly recommend.

…

His mention of simulation sparks an idea. What if we could create a virtual space where great minds across time could debate these fundamental questions? Using the same technology that now makes us question what’s real, I decide to stage a virtual encounter with the help of ChatGPT. I enter a few gentle prompts, asking the LLM (large language model) to craft a dynamic between Plato and Chalmers, which it does effortlessly.

In this digital arena, two philosophical heavyweights will face off—their appearances, mannerisms, and ideas reconstructed from their writings and, in Chalmers’s case, his actual presentations and interviews. It’s a meta-experiment: using AI and virtual reality to explore the nature of Truth itself.

The virtual debate chamber materializes: a space that blends ancient Greek architecture with modern digital aesthetics. Holographic audiences flicker in the stands, their ethereal forms adding to the surreal atmosphere.

Plato, the Ancient Philosopher, stands at his podium, regal in his flowing robes, and addresses the virtual amphitheater. “My friends, I stand before you to defend the existence of absolute, unchanging truths. In my time, I spoke of the Forms—perfect, immutable ideals that exist beyond our physical reality. Today, I argue that even in this age of artificial intelligence, these eternal truths remain. Your AI, impressive as it may be, is but a shadow on the cave wall. True knowledge, true understanding of reality, comes not from these digital creations but from grasping the underlying, unchanging principles of existence.”

Chalmers—the AI version, of him, that is—leans forward, casual yet intense, his tone reflective. “With all due respect to Plato, whose work has been foundational to Western thought, I must disagree. The world we live in today, with its rapid technological advancements and AI systems that can process information far beyond human capabilities, challenges the notion of unchanging, absolute truths. Instead, I propose that truth is not a fixed point but a dynamic interplay between objective reality and our evolving understanding of it.”

Plato’s brow furrows slightly. “Surely, Dr. Chalmers, you must acknowledge that some truths remain constant, regardless of technological advancements. The principles of mathematics, for instance, or the concepts of justice and goodness—these are not subject to change simply because we’ve created intelligent machines.”

“I agree that some principles seem constant,” Chalmers concedes, “but our understanding of those principles evolves. Take consciousness, for example. We still grapple with the ‘hard problem’—why we have subjective experiences at all. AI is forcing us to reconsider what consciousness means. These are not fixed truths but evolving concepts that demand reassessment.”

The Ancient Philosopher straightens, his voice resolute. “What evolves, Dr. Chalmers, is not truth itself but our approximation of it. As we climb out of the cave, so to speak, we may see the Forms more clearly, but the Forms themselves remain unchanged. Your AI systems are tools for understanding reality, not for creating new truths.”

Chalmers smiles faintly, his tone turning inquisitive. “But in a world where AI generates convincing falsehoods and alternate realities, how can we be sure of what’s real? The line between objective reality and perception is blurring. We need a nuanced understanding of truth to navigate these complexities.”

Plato’s expression softens as though a flicker of understanding crosses his face. “And that, Dr. Chalmers, is why we need absolute truths as a fixed point of reference. Without them, we’re adrift in a sea of relative truths, unable to discern reality from illusion.”

Chalmers follows with equal conviction. “We need better tools for verification, yes, but we also need to rethink what truth means. It’s not merely objective; it’s shaped by subjective experience. Our challenge is to develop AI systems that help us navigate this complex landscape responsibly.”

After the virtual debate fades away, I laugh at this digital thought experiment, but there’s a part of me that wonders if Chalmers is entirely joking about the simulation hypothesis. After all, this is the man who once argued that we can’t rule out the possibility that we’re living in a computer simulation. I wonder if I should share this debate with the human Chalmers and offer him an opportunity to correct how he would debate Plato, but I decide that would give him the upper hand. One AI-created creature should be able to debate another: Fair is fair.

…

As our conversation winds down, I find myself grappling with more questions than answers. Chalmers has taken me on a mind-bending journey from the heights of philosophical abstraction to the nitty-gritty of AI’s impact on our daily lives. It’s like I’ve swallowed both the red and blue pills, and now I’m seeing not just one hidden reality but a whole kaleidoscope of them.

“So, David,” I say, “if you had to sum it all up for someone who’s just trying to navigate this brave new world of AI and shifting truths, what would you tell them?”

Chalmers just smiles, running a hand through his unruly mop of gray hair. For a moment, he looks less like a world-renowned philosopher and more like a surfer pondering a particularly gnarly wave.

Truth in the age of AI is no longer static or singular. It is dynamic, layered, and often internally inconsistent. We move between physical experience, digital platforms, and simulated systems, assembling meaning as we go. The skill now required is not passive belief but active navigation. Like earlier scholars who compared manuscripts to establish authenticity, we cross-check sources, test coherence, and learn to keep our footing as reality itself becomes something we must continually interpret.

As I sign off, I can’t help but feel both exhilarated and slightly dizzy. Chalmers has this uncanny ability to make you question everything you thought you knew about reality, consciousness, and Truth. One thing’s for sure: The next time I read a news article, watch a video online, or interact with an AI, I’ll be thinking about Chalmers and his wild ideas.

In a world where Truth is becoming as elusive as a glitch in the Matrix, maybe we do all need to become reality surfers. And who knows? Maybe in the process, we’ll discover that the Truth isn’t just out there—it’s in here, in the complex interplay between our minds, our technologies, and the realities we create and perceive.

As I close my laptop, I find myself checking for glitchy black cats. Just in case. After all, in Chalmers’s world, the line between philosophical thought experiment and everyday reality is fuzzier than ever. And in the age of AI, we might all need to become a little bit more philosophical just to get through the day.

So, history shows us that Truth’s always had a knack for getting lost, tangled, or outright trampled. But today, it’s happening faster and more ruthlessly than ever before. What’s driving this decay? As our investigation continues, we’ll dig into the forces unraveling Truth in the here and now.


CHAPTER 3

Facing a Future of Truth Decay

The shy teenager sat in his parents’ living room in Mexico City, heart racing but voice steady. “I’m going to school in the States,” he announced. His parents stared back in surprise. Their son, who had never attended school in English, had barely written in English, and spent most of his time with his nose buried in the Encyclopedia Britannica, was proposing to leave everything familiar behind and start over in a foreign country.

A week later, Juan Enríquez found himself on his way to Hanover, New Hampshire, about to begin an educational journey that would transform not just his life but ultimately our understanding of how Truth evolves. It was the kind of decisive moment that would come to characterize his approach to learning and life—see a challenge, take a leap, and figure it out along the way.

“I didn’t sleep for two years,” Enríquez told me during our December 2023 interview, recalling those early days at boarding school. We’d talked before, but this conversation was different. More collegial and more serious. We were discussing the decay of Truth in modern society, but his memory of his early days remained vivid. “I thought I was really dumb.” He paused, a slight smile crossing his face. “But after two years, you know, it got easier.”

That might have been the understatement of the century. Not only did Enríquez master English, but he also went on to take six courses simultaneously, including graduate courses at Harvard, while playing varsity sports. For most students, this would have been impossible. For Enríquez, it was simply what happened when you combined curiosity with determination.

I was a kid who was incredibly shy and nerdy,” he recalled, “and never had science mentors.” His early passion for encyclopedic knowledge would later serve him well, as he developed a unique ability to connect dots across different fields of study.

When I first reached out to Enríquez to talk about Truth decay in modern society, I expected we’d focus primarily on scientific Truth. After all, he had made his mark in genomics, helping to establish the life sciences program at Harvard Business School. What I found instead was someone whose understanding of Truth had been shaped by an intellectual journey that repeatedly crossed traditional boundaries between disciplines.

“I was doing international affairs at Harvard and writing about why countries appear and disappear,” he explained, describing his early career. In 2005, he published The Untied States of America, which predicted a coming financial crisis driven by over-leveraged real estate that would rip nations’ politics to pieces. It was the kind of cross-disciplinary analysis that would become his trademark—seeing connections that others missed because they stayed within the boundaries of their specialties.

But even while studying geopolitics, Enríquez was drawn to the cutting edge of science. “I tried to figure out what the leading-edge technology was,” he said. “I figured out it was genomics, went and found the best people in genomics in the world, and shifted my office at Harvard from international affairs to biology.”

This wasn’t a casual shift—Enríquez approached genomics with the same intensity he had brought to his earlier studies. “If I go into a subject, I will study it for six to ten years before I talk about it. I will find the best person in the field, and learn from them for six or eight years before I publish anything.”

His timing was perfect. “When I learned genomics, nobody knew genetics,” he recalled. “You could fit everybody who dealt with genomics in the world in one living room like yours and have a lot of room left over.” This meant he could read every paper ever published on genetics and interact with every major figure in the field.

This methodical approach to learning gave Enríquez a unique perspective on how knowledge evolves. He wasn’t just learning the current state of the science—he was watching a field develop in real time, seeing how scientific Truth emerged through the interplay of evidence, interpretation, and debate.

This front-row seat to the evolution of genomics transformed Enríquez’s understanding of Truth itself. He watched as what seemed like solid facts one year became outdated the next, as new discoveries forced scientists to revise their theories. But this wasn’t the kind of Truth decay we see in today’s social media landscape; it was Truth’s evolution guided by evidence and peer review.

“The fascinating thing about genomics,” he told me, leaning forward in his chair, “is how contextual it is.” He offered an example that perfectly illustrated this complexity: “Intelligence is 50% inherited. But when you run millions and millions of genomes through genome-wide association studies, it is very, very hard, if not impossible, to find genes associated with intelligence. So how the hell do you have something that is 50% inherited but has no genetic signature? That is utterly bizarre.”

This paradox—that something can be strongly inherited yet leave no clear genetic trace—challenged simple notions of biological Truth. The same gene code in the same person could have completely different outcomes at different periods of life, depending on environmental factors, diseases, and other influences we’re still working to understand.

Enríquez’s face lit up as he described these complexities. It was clear that for him, the mystery wasn’t frustrating—it was exciting. Each new discovery that complicated our understanding of genetics opened up new possibilities for research and understanding. “When something is 2% inherited, it’s a big deal,” he explained. “You’re going to see that at a substantial level in the population. And once you see that strong a signal, usually you can find a gene or genes that are correlated to that.”

But intelligence defied this pattern, and that defiance taught Enríquez something crucial about the nature of Truth: Sometimes the most important discoveries come from examining why our expectations don’t match reality.

This lesson would prove invaluable as Enríquez began to notice a troubling pattern in society at large. “You’ve got this weird divergence,” he told me, “between extreme engineering precision in robotics, in AI, in jet engines, in space flight—and extreme lack of belief in anything in politics, in society, in international relations.”

In his 2020 book Right/Wrong, he wrote:

The truth changes all the time. Teaching science is a perpetual apology: “We used to think that . . . but then we discovered that. And then we found that.” Today’s truths are tomorrow’s dead theories; there was a period where nothing was smaller than an atom. Science tells us what we know, or theorize now, is X. It may be edited, improved, or disproved tomorrow. But in science, there is evidence and support as to why we believe X is true today. So there is a huuuuuge difference when various demagogues and fundamentalists deliberately distort, obfuscate, and outright lie. What Trump and his posse do on Twitter, TV, radio, and rallies is a completely different animal in terms of “truthiness.”

And there’s a looming political history to all this, he explained. “During a time when technology allows us to reference, fact-check, and verify so quickly, one would think that far greater access to information and the ability to cross-check would put tremendous pressure on blatant falsehoods. Instead, we are flooded by deliberate misinformation and lies. Technology changed the nature of the truth. It is hard to imagine the rise of Hitler, absent radio and movies.”

It was this observation—that we live in a world of unprecedented scientific precision alongside unusual social uncertainty about Truth—that led me to connect Enríquez’s insights with another crucial player in the evolution of Truth in American society: the RAND Corporation.

In 1945, as World War II drew to a close, General Henry H. “Hap” Arnold faced a challenge that would reshape how America thought about knowledge and Truth. The war had demonstrated the crucial importance of scientific and technological research to military success, but he worried that peacetime would sever the connections between military planning and scientific research. His solution was audacious: create an independent organization that would connect military strategy with research and development.

The result was Project RAND, initially a contract with Douglas Aircraft Company, which in 1948 became the independent, nonprofit RAND Corporation. The name stood for Research and Development, but what RAND would develop over the following decades was far more significant than its modest acronym suggested.

During the Cold War, RAND became the epicenter of strategic thinking about nuclear deterrence. Its researchers, including Herman Kahn (who would later inspire the character of Dr. Strangelove), developed game theory approaches to nuclear strategy. Perhaps more importantly, they developed new ways of thinking about how to verify Truth in complex systems.

RAND pioneered systems analysis and decision theory, creating methodologies for evaluating competing claims and making decisions under uncertainty. These approaches would prove crucial not just for military planning but for everything from healthcare policy to education reform.

The organization’s evolution reflected changing American attitudes toward Truth and expertise. In the immediate postwar period, RAND embodied a confident, technocratic approach to problem-solving. Its researchers believed that with enough data and analytical rigor, they could find optimal solutions to even the most complex challenges.

But as the Cold War progressed, this certainty began to erode. The Vietnam War, which RAND analysts had helped plan, turned into a quagmire. The Pentagon Papers revealed how government officials had misled the public about the conflict. These experiences forced RAND to develop more nuanced approaches to Truth and verification.

By the 1960s, RAND had expanded beyond its military origins to tackle broader social issues. This evolution reflected a growing understanding that national security depended not just on military strength but on social cohesion and the ability to make informed collective decisions.

The organization that had once focused primarily on counting Soviet missiles was now grappling with questions about poverty, education, and social justice. This broader mission required new ways of thinking about Truth and evidence. How do you verify claims about social programs with the same rigor you apply to weapon systems? How do you maintain standards of Truth when dealing with complex social phenomena?

These questions would become increasingly urgent as America entered the digital age. By 2018, RAND researchers Jennifer Kavanagh and Michael D. Rich had become alarmed by what they saw as a fundamental shift in how American society related to Truth. They embarked on an ambitious project to understand what they called “truth decay.”

Their findings were sobering. They identified four key trends: increasing disagreement about facts and analytical interpretations of data, a blurring of the line between opinion and fact, the increasing relative volume and resulting influence of opinion over fact, and declining trust in formerly respected sources of factual information.

When I shared these findings with Enríquez, he nodded in recognition. “In a strange way,” he said, “this period of extreme uncertainty and lack of truth was started by physicists like Heisenberg and Schrödinger and then adopted by the left in the whole deconstruction of literature and art.”

Kavanagh, now a senior political scientist at RAND and director of the Strategy, Doctrine, and Resources Program at the RAND Arroyo Center, sees practical paths forward through this uncertainty. Her research has focused extensively on how US political and media institutions shape our relationship with facts, and she emphasizes that solutions in the information realm are more tractable than we might think.
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